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THE ROLE OF THE CORONER 
  
Background 

 
The Coroner is an independent Judge, acting on behalf of the Crown and 
required by law to investigate the cause and circumstances of violent or 
unnatural deaths or sudden deaths, which arise from an unknown cause.  
There is a general requirement upon the Coroner to investigate deaths 
generally, and also to investigate all deaths in Prison or, for example, where 
patients are detained against their will under the Mental Health Act. 
 
The Coroner’s Court procedure is an inquisitorial one – i.e. it is an 
investigation more similar to an inquiry than to Civil Court proceedings for 
damages or criminal law proceedings.  The “Chairman” of the Inquest is the 
H.M. Coroner and it is his/her job to reach a conclusion [a verdict] as to the 
cause of death.  It is the duty of the Coroner to make judicial findings as to 
who the deceased was, where, when and how they came by their death, and by 
what means and in what circumstances they died.  
 
In order to reach a conclusion as to the cause of death at an Inquest the 
Coroner considers all the relevant evidence.  Some of that evidence might be 
provided through statements or other documents or photographs / film and 
some of the evidence will be given by oral testimony by relevant witnesses.  It 
is for the Coroner to decide what evidence is relevant and what evidence is 
not relevant.  Usually the Coroner will sit alone.  However in some cases the 
Coroner will hear the evidence accompanied by a Jury. 
 
The conclusion of the Inquest is called “the verdict”.  The verdict is the legal 
cause of death reached by the Coroner, or by the Jury, if one is sitting.  The 
verdict may be a “short form” verdict such as “natural causes” or “accidental 
death” or it may be a narrative verdict – i.e. the Coroner merely narrates the 
factual circumstances leading up to the death. 
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The Inquest Hearing 
 
Guidance for staff attending inquests 
 
Remember: - The purpose of an inquest is to determine who has died, where 
they died and how they died.  Your evidence at the inquest will help the 
Coroner to determine the facts to answer the above points.  Remember the 
inquest is not a trial and no blame is to be apportioned to any witness.  
 
On the day of the inquest 
 
Remember: - 
Make sure you are dressed smartly (no Jeans and T-shirts).  Not only will this 
help you convey a professional image, but it also demonstrate respect for the 
family of the deceased. 
 
If you are likely to be delayed attending the court you must make sure you 
inform the Coroners office or Legal Services Department immediately. 
 
Take a copy of your statement to the inquest with you.  Make sure you are 
fully familiar with the contents of your own statement. 
 
If you are the Consultant who was in charge of the deceased's care make sure 
you are familiar with the deceased’s medical records prior to the inquest. 
(Records should be available to you in answering any questions based on the 
medical records, during the Inquest.) 
 
Remember to take the original hospital records with you.  If you are not sure 
who will be taking the records to the inquest please contact staff in the 
Legal Services Department on 0161 206 4551 who will assist you. 
 

At the inquest 
 
Refer to the Coroner as "Sir" or "Ma'am". 
 
Evidence is given on oath.  That is you must swear or affirm to tell the truth. 
 
Evidence is usually given standing up, although you can sit down if you prefer. 
 
When answering questions, the following suggestions are provided for your 
general guidance. 
 

If you do not know the answer to a question, or cannot remember the 
details required to allow you to answer the question, please say so.  

 
Never guess at an answer. 

 
If you do wish to look at the hospital records to help you answer a 
question, then please ask the Coroner to do so.  As the medical records 
will be present at the inquest, there should usually be no difficulty in 
permission being given. 

 
If you believe a question should really be asked of someone else, such as 
the Pathologist or another medical witness, tell the Coroner that is 
your belief and that you consider a different witness may be in a better 
position to deal with that question. 

 
If you are asked questions by a relative of the deceased, try to direct 
your answer to the relative if you feel able to do so. 

 
When answering questions, speak as clearly as you can and take your time 
whilst answering the question.  Do not be rushed into answering. 

 
Remember, whatever happens; never lose your temper. 
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The Claims and Litigation Manager, Service Manager or Trust solicitor will 
attend court to support witnesses, if appropriate. 
 

Procedure following the verdict 
 
Where the Press attended the inquest then the Trust will: Prepare a 
statement and or a press release.  The Trusts Public Relations Manager will 
undertake this task.  The witnesses must not give statements to the Press but 
should refer the Press to The Public Relations Manager Telephone:0161 206 
5861.  Where appropriate liase with the family.  The Manager attending the 
inquest or a Trust witness if no Manager attends the inquest will usually 
take this decision.  Sometimes the Coroner will give written or oral direction 
at the inquest that the Trust should liase with the family. 
 
Key learning points should be identified and acted upon by Service 
Managers/General Managers. 
 
Service Managers/ Governance facilitators /General Manager should review 
processes and procedures following adverse incident. 
 
Retain all documents for at least 3 years or in accordance with Trust’s 
Records Destruction policy. 
 
If the matter progresses to a Claim, the Claims and Litigation Manager will 
advise the relevant staff. 
 
The Hearing  
  
If you have been summoned or requested to attend the Coroner’s Court to give 
evidence at a Coroner’s Inquest, you must attend at the given time and date.  
You will probably already have made a statement for the Coroner and this 
will form the basis for questioning by the Coroner.  Please bring a copy with 
you. 
 
Please leave plenty of time to get to the Court and find parking (if you have 
driven).  Maps directing you to the Bolton or Stockport Courts are available 
from the Legal Services Department.  Aim to arrive 15 minutes before the 
allotted time.  This will give you time to compose yourself and even have a 
coffee in the department store next door to the Coroner’s office. 
  
On arrival, the witnesses will be met by the Coroner’s staff and asked to wait 
in the waiting room.  In due course, you will be shown to your places in the 
Court.  In Bolton Coroner’s Court, where most Inquests are heard, witnesses 
will normally sit at the tables allocated for witnesses as directed by 
the Coroner’s staff.  Family representatives will usually be seated at the 
tables at the front of the Court.  Other attendees will usually sit at the 
back of the Court.  The Coroner will explain to witnesses the procedure for 
taking oath or affirmation. 
 
The Coroner will open the Inquest and explain the purpose of the 
proceedings and then call each witness.  He/she will begin by asking basic 
background details of the witness, e.g. name, occupation, address (which might 
be your professional address) and will take you through any statement, which 
you might have already made.  Before the Hearing, the Coroner will have read 
and considered your statement and decided what issues he/she wants to be 
clear about and to be satisfied upon.  You are advised to take a copy of your 
statement into the witness box with you.  The original clinical records of the 
patient should always be at the Court 
 
The Coroner will not humiliate or harass a witnesses (nor will he/she allow 
anyone else to do so) and is only interested in getting to the facts in order to 
establish the cause of death and to return his/her verdict.  He/she is not 
trying to accord blame upon anyone.  His/her questions should therefore be 
answered clearly, factually and honestly.  His/her role is defined by the 
Coroner’s Rules and he/she must satisfy certain formalities for the purposes 
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of registering the death i.e. by establishing who the deceased was and where, 
when and how they came by their death.  
 
After the Coroner has finished taking your evidence, if a Solicitor or 
Barrister represents the family, there will be a chance for their legal 
representative to ask the witness questions.  The Coroner will not permit 
questions which do not relate to establishing the cause of death although 
the Solicitor / Barrister inevitably may try to ask questions which would help 
in establishing blame, with a view to any subsequent legal action.  Following 
this, the Trust’s Solicitor, if present will be asked if he / she has any 
questions.  He/she would not normally pursue this unless he/she needs to 
clarify any issues, which may have become unclear through previous 
questioning or otherwise left in need of clarification.  [The Trust’s Solicitor 
will intervene if appropriate]. 
 
If the family is not legally represented, the Coroner will ask if they wish to 
nominate a spokesperson to ask questions on behalf of the family.  They may 
ask questions of a witness but the Coroner will ensure they keep within the 
rules of the Court. 
 
You should not feel stressed about giving evidence.  You know the facts of 
your involvement in the case and you simply have to impart these to the 
Coroner as clearly and calmly as possible.  Try not to be led into 
inappropriate “yes or no” answer situations by the family’s advocate.  Always 
ensure that you are happy with what you have said – “yes – but …” can be a 
helpful device in these situations.  If you do not remember or do not know the 
answer to a question, you should say so and never be tempted to make it up or 
guess.  You cannot be criticised for failure to remember in detail.  In any 
event, as the clinical records should be present at the Court, you can always 
ask to refer to them to clarify a point or answer the question more fully. 
 
No witness can be made to answer questions at an Inquest, which may 
incriminate him or her.  Any such issue should have been identified in 
discussions beforehand or be intercepted by the Coroner, or by the Trust’s 
Solicitor. 
 
After all the witnesses have been called (and the Coroner can call a witness 
to the box more than once if they have not been “released”), the Coroner will 
consider the facts and summarise the findings of the case and reach has 
verdict, as follows: 
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The Verdict 
 
Common examples of verdicts are: 
 
1.  Accidental Death / Misadventure  – not a natural death but caused 
accidentally, such as a fall, or one related to medical treatment for example 
where death follows essential and competent treatment. 
 
2.  Natural Causes  – self-explanatory. 
 
3.  Open Verdict  – usually given where the Coroner has not been able to 
reach a firm conclusion as to the cause of death. 
 
4.  Unlawful Killing  – for example a deliberate criminal act. 
 
5.  “Neglect”  – may be returned where there has been a complete failure to 
provide basic care.  A more recent development of neglect is “system 
neglect”  which may be considered by the Coroner where a hospital death 
shows evidence of system failure.  A verdict of “gross neglect”  may be 
reached in exceptional cases. 
 
6.  “Narrative”  – more frequently nowadays the Coroner may give a more 
descriptive verdict, which does not use any of the terms above [“short form”  
verdicts], but describes the circumstances leading up to the death and the 
cause of death.  Coroners are these days encouraged to use the descriptive or 
“narrative”  form in appropriate cases. 
 
The Coroner will also want to establish whether any steps can be or have 
been taken to prevent incidents recurring and he/she has the power to write a 
letter of recommendation in this respect, usually to the Chief Executive of 
the Trust, or to the Strategic Health Authority / Department of Health. 
 
Additional Advice 
 
1.  Do not get involved before or after the Inquest with the relatives if they 
are angry or difficult.  Other than perhaps a brief commiseration or look of 
sympathy, it is best not to get involved at all unless they make a move to 
contact you in an appropriate manner or you have had a good relationship with 
them. 
 
2.  Do not give any comment or interview to the media – the Trust will handle 
all such requirements. 
 
3.  However, you might take the opportunity when you are giving evidence, to 
express your sympathies to the family.  Use your judgement of this, given your 
likely or possible knowledge of the background.  Alternatively such 
expressions might best be made by the Trust’s Solicitor – if in attendance. 
 
4.  Take with you a copy of your statement, plus any notes or guidance you 
think may help i.e. protocols, procedures, medical guidance, etc. 
 
5.  You may take with you a friend, advisor, colleague, Supervisor of Midwives 
or Union representative, if you wish to have moral support.  The Trust will 
arrange legal representation if considered appropriate. 
 
 

If you have any queries please contact  
the Legal Department (tel. 61610) 


